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Celvin Galindo, prosecutor in the Bishop Juan Gerardi murder case, resigned his position
and sought political asylum in the US in early October. The resignation came as Galindo was
proclaiming he was on the verge of solving the case.
Meanwhile, suspect Mario Orantes, who was held in prison for several months, left the country. His
dog, also a suspect, has died. Gerardi was brutally murdered in April 1998 in his residence soon after
publication of his report on the military's involvement in human rights abuses during the 36-year
civil war (see NotiCen, 1998-04-30).
The archdiocesan human rights office (Oficina de Derechos Humanos del Arzobispado, ODHA),
for which the report was prepared, has engaged in a running battle with the government over the
handling of the investigation. Church officials have repeatedly accused investigators of failing to
pursue evidence that points to the involvement of the presidential military guard (Estado Mayor
Presidencial, EMP) in the murder.
Galindo is the second prosecutor to resign. Two judges also removed themselves from the case (see
NotiCen, 1998-12-10). The first judge and prosecutor resigned under pressure from the Catholic
Church and human rights organizations, which accused them of botching the investigation and of
insisting that Mario Orantes, a priest who lived at the residence, and his aged dog Baloo attacked
and killed the bishop.
In March, the second judge, Henry Monroy, freed Orantes, but soon resigned saying he had
received death threats. Reports surfaced that, while Monroy still presided over the case,
representatives of the president and the judiciary pressured him to put Orantes on trial. Monroy
refused either to confirm or deny the reports.
Galindo had turned his attention from Orantes to the military and to eyewitness reports that two
members of the EMP were at the crime scene taking photographs and videos. He called EMP
chief Col. Rudy Pozuelos and other officers to make statements. Pozuelos and Defense Minister
Gen. Hector Barrios were also questioned in Congress by deputies of the left-of-center Frente
Democratico Nueva Guatemala (FDNG).
After months of denials, Barrios and Pozuelos admitted that members of the EMP were at the
murder scene. In a press conference, Barrios said the EMP members were sent to the scene because
human rights activist Helen Mack had called Raquel Zelaya of the government's Peace Secretariat
asking for the attorney general and Interior Ministry officials to go to the bishop's residence because
police were contaminating evidence.
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Mack dismissed the explanation, saying it was strange that the military would take orders from
a civilian. Karen Fischer, director of the Alianza contra la Impunidad, said the problem with the
military leaders is that "they haven't learned their lesson and continue lying."

Blood tests could implicate military
In April, Galindo obtained a court order forcing 17 people, including 12 military personnel and
Orantes, to give blood samples for comparison with DNA analyses of crime-scene samples prepared
by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). In August, Galindo went to Washington for the FBI's
report on the 17 samples. A week later, he announced that the case could be resolved in two weeks
with help from the FBI report.
The press reported that the FBI analysis indicated that eight military officers and three civilians were
possible suspects in the killing because their DNA matched that found in blood samples taken from
a rug in the bishop's residence. The officers are Col. Byron Lima Estrada, Capt. Byron Lima Oliva,
Maj. Francisco Escobar Blas, Carlos Castillo Aguilar, Jose Luis Yuman Tul, Nery Dubon Garcia,
Eduviges Funes, and Hipolito Sanchez.
The church has long considered officers Lima, father and son, as prime suspects (see NotiCen
1998-08-20). DNA from Orantes and two men described as indigents also matched. In a telephone
interview from exile, Galindo told a local radio station that the investigation had taken the case to
the brink of resolution.
The attorney general could do it now, he said. "I think that to solve this case is to run a very great
risk," said Galindo. He added that Guatemala cannot offer the necessary security and support to
carry the case forward. In a press release, the ODHA said Galindo's flight "exposed the political
nature of the case." And, in an obvious reference to paramilitary death squads that the ODHA and
others suspect were involved in the killing, the statement said Galindo's situation showed "the
inability of the government to control groups that act parallel to the state."
FDNG congressional Deputy Nineth Montenegro said the fact that military officers had to testify
means that "a long process has begun in which the military is seated in the dock as the accused."
Meanwhile, Orantes left Guatemala for the US on Oct. 13. His lawyer, Jose Toledo, said Orantes
had received death threats and was concerned about remarks by President Alvaro Arzu earlier that
week that implied Orantes was guilty of the murder. Toledo said Orantes was not in exile and would
stay in the US several months seeking medical attention. Attorney General Adolfo Gonzalez Rodas
said he would ask for an arrest order on Orantes because, as a suspect in the case, his departure was
illegal.
In another development, Baloo, the dog once suspected of participating in the attack that killed
Gerardi, died Oct. 10 of old age. Baloo's death stirred up a small controversy of its own when
local newspapers published a condolence note regretting the dog's passing and "signed" by other
dogs. ODHA legal advisor Nery Rodenas called the notice "disrespectful." [Sources: Associated
Press, Reuters, 03/25/99; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 03/26/99; Agence France-Presse, 04/04/99; Siglo
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Veintiuno (Guatemala), 04/21/99; Notimex, 03/19/99, 04/23/99, 08/31/99, 04/13/99, 10/07/99, 10/10/99,
10/15/99]
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